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This is an interview wit 
Bureau of Land Management, 
Washington, 


Jim: 


Okay, 


DC. 


Ms. 











Meridith, 





1995, 
Land Law Historian 


th Denise Meridith, Associate Director, 
held on August 23, 
The interviewer is Jim Muhn, 
for the Bureau of Land Management. 
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can you give us a brief resume of your 


education and the jobs you've held before this one? 
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York, 
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and I my original 
Universit 


I was. 
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state. 


Once I was 
sophomore year there and graduat 
wildlife biol 





was original 
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in a couple of years, 











ty which is 
there, 








ted in 1973 wit 
natural resources. 

the Bureau of Land Management in 1973, 
ly hired to be a wild horse and b 
they said they hadn't had a wildlife biol 
so I assumed those duties as well. 
I was there in Las Vegas, 
ldlife biologist 


I was born in Brooklyn, 
was to be a veterinarian, 


New 
so I went 


the only vet school in New York 
I switched into wildlife biology in my 





My first 


th a B.S. 
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position was with 


Las Vegas District. I 





urro specialist but 





ogist 











While 


I switched after a couple of years 


to environmental specialist and 








eventually environmental coordinator. In 1977, I moved to the 
Eastern State Office of BLM in Silver Spring, Maryland. That's 
where it was at the time. As an environmental specialist who 
also handled some of the wildlife biology issues in the Eastern 
United States. In 1979, I took a job as a GS-13 in the 
Washington Office, worked for John Crawford who was Division 


Chief of Wildlife. 
later I'll come back to some 





at 
State 

















Alexandria, 


that par 
Direct 





Virginia, at 


ticular job. 
tor for Lands and Renewabl] 
States Office which had now moved to 
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In 1980, 














which 


I became 


th 





the 











Resources in New Mexico, 





1989, 


I became 
Sacramento. 
me to come back and be State 


In 





1991, 








Cy Jamison, 





time. 
Deputy State 





le Resources in 
Virginia. 


I was selected as 


ldlife habitat manager and probably 


of the accomplishments I felt I had 


the Deputy 
Eastern 
It was in 








stayed there until 1986 


in 


Director for Lands Renewable 
stationed in Santa Fe, 
the Associate State Director 


New Mexico. In 


California, 





Director of the Bureau, 
Director of Eastern States Office 


which I'd moved Springfield while I was there, 


Virginia, 
93. 


and I had a short stint for 2 months in 
tt asked me to be ona 


five people who 


it was cal 





lleda 





Secretary Bruce Babbit 











t the 














helped initiate National 
time, 


NBS. 


asked 


Springfield, 
the summer of 
team of four or 








Biological 
I worked on 


Survey, as 
that detail for 





a couple of months. And then Jim Baca, who was then the 
Director of Bureau of Land Management asked me to be the Deputy 
Director of BLM in August of 1993. 




















Jim: Okay. Actually, why don't we go back to when you came to 
the Bureau in 1973. There were not that many women 
professionals in the Bureau at that time, particularly in 











wildlife. And, of course, we could also, I suppose, say that 
there weren't that many black women professionals in the Bureau 
of Land Management. In fact, you may very well may have been 
the first black women wildlife specialist in the Bureau at that 
time. 









































Denise: Yeah, I guess, more of an exaggeration. I was the 
first women professional in BLM that was hired in 1973, much 
less the first African American woman. I was basically the 
first woman professional that BLM hired in the field. 


Jim: And how did you feel when you came into the Bureau with 
that status. 





Denise: Well, I didn't know that at the time. Whenever they 
approach you, they don't say, guess what? We've never had one 
before but you're going to be the first one. So, they really 
didn't talk about that before I came to the Bureau. I found out 
after I got to the Bureau. But it was, I had no problems my 
ntire life. I've been first in a lot of different areas. In 
the 1960's, I was among the first wave of students that were 
integrated into schools, so it's sort of been a trend in my life 
so it wasn't any different from anything else. 






































Jim: Did you find this working as a woman in Nevada with, I 
assume you had contact with the ranchers and others out there. 
Did that seem to go well? 








Denise: Yeah. Actually, I never had any problems. It was, I 
think, and this is back in the 70's, so people were sort of 
shocked when they met you or shocked when you walked into the 
room or shocked when they sat down at a meeting, but once we 
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them and we got along famously, 
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arted talking, really I 
Nevada. The state gov 





th state which sounds a little familiar. 








didn't have any problems with anybody 








ernment, a 


t that time, 








d when I first arrived in Las Vegas District, 
id, we don't talk to those guys who happen to 
me people that were housed right next door to 








BLM was dealing 


Hasn't changed much. 


my supervisor 
be the fish and 
us. So; «Sort 





didn't pay attention to that advice and started talking with 


oblems. 


and I really never had any 


m: What were the wildlife issues in the Las Vegas District at 


e time you were there? 





nise: At that time, pu 











s very big. Devils Hol 
b-species of pupfish. 


pfish. Not too many people in the 
reau probably still remember that issue but the pupfish issue 


e were the 
And we had 





last population on certain 
several other sub-species in 


e Vegas District, so I worked really on that project a lot. 


Big horn sheep was a big issue. 





other issue that has co 
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toise. At that time, 
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to this day 


there. And also, 


is desert 


just discovering the disease 


ose were th 


tting and the populations were started 


thr top issues 





m: And you were talking about you came to the Washington 
Office in 1979 and worked as a wildlife habitat manager? You 
said you wanted to bring up some things there. 





nise: Yeah, that was just a very interesting time. That was 


ring the Carter adminis 
pic at that time in ap 
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was king at 





at time. So, I did a lot of work with negotiating and 
en minerals people and wildlife people. 
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, lL worked a lot of mediation. 
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st felt that was really significant becaus very new wildlife 














loped the long-term training 





urse for beginning wildlife professionals that was put on, at 


the Phoenix Training Center. So, I 














ologist at that time we 


nt through 








that course. 


So, it was, 


and it was 


At that time, 
the process, 
in straight from college and had 
animal-related issues in 
an agency 


very 
for 
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that 
was 
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went 
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Jim: 
often b 


manage the an 
transition. 
very helpful 
talked to them abou 
types of BLM people, 
look at habitat man 
it went 
through 
impact on them, 


And then you went on 


it also resolved a lot of issues. 





a chance, I think, 


wildlife biologists were feeling 








very left out of 
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like Bureau of 
imals. Yo 
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in helping t 
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how to w 











It was very difficult 


for kids to come 
learned to do inventories and 
college and then coming to work 
Land Management where you really 
u manage the habitat and making 
urse, which was a 4-month course, 
hem make that transition. We 
ure, how to get along, different 
ork with state government, how to 
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that course. So 
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stepchild. 


were in charge? 


Denise: 


n regarded by many 


Again, 
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How did you feel 
What were th 





minerals deve 





on for a few years, 





ther than species management. And 
so it was quite a few peopl 
, L like to feel that I had an 
eneral in the BLM. 











EBastern States Office which is 
ithin the Bureau as sort of 

about the programs there that you 
e issues while you were there? 














lopment was luckily a good time for 





Eastern States because it has about 40 million acres of 


subsurface minerals, 


so it es 


states as we used to call it. 


oil 





crises and how we going 
and domestic development, 
BRastern States. 





and gas was a very big program at the tim 
work on that. 


sentially became one of the OPEC 
So, we did a lot of work on coal, 
We did a lot of 











the environmental impacts of 


Florida. 


anyway. 





those were 


of very innovative 
of the first basic 
very broad based becaus 


And it was, 
between environmentalist 


to me, 





there was a lot 
had to b 
the major issues. 
things goi 
inventory 








ts and development peopl 
were a lot of meetings and Florida is a very controversial 
So, 
assessment work that 


As people remember, we were going through oil 
to deal with not having to import oil 
so it was a very active time for 
Phosphate was a big issue at the time. Again, 





development of phosphate in 

one of the early big clashes 

So, there 
state 











environmental 


of controversy, L 
So, I'd say 


e done down there. 
Wildlife-wise, we did have a lot 
ng at that tim We developed one 

data bases for wildlife. It was 











they 





looking at 
a lot of 


different federal 


tLewide inventor 
ag 


Sta 








think at 


that 











time while I wa 


"re talking about statewide, 

ies of wildlife but we worked with 
encies and state agencies. And I 
s there, we had gotten up to 12 





states to participate on the same dat 
accomplishment because every sta 














something different. 
wildlife. So, 








different than they use. This is how they pu 
data base, this is how to use it. It was pret 
I hear now that they're up to about 30 states 
base. So, that was another accomplishment that 











was there. 


Jim: 
No, 


Denise: 


Yes, 


Jim: 








to get 12 states 


Then off to New Mexico. 
I guess I first met you at Eastern States. 


Ee, 
They have different 








Eastern States. 


You went on to New Mexico. 





tO agree on at 


ta base which is an amazing 
they called wildlife 





names for the 
least the names, 
t data into the 
ty exciting. 














And 
using this data 
I had while I 





I think that's where I first met. 


























Denise: Yeah, New Mexico was fun at that time. What I liked 
about New Mexico; it was very exciting. It was new. Not a lot 
had happened in New Mexico up to that time. But suddenly, you 
had a lot of Type A leadership coming ther People like Larry 
Woodard and Monte Jordan and myself and the rest of the 
management team. And really pumped it up. Automation was just 
starting to get hot New Mexico took the lead in automation 
which was pretty exciting. Became the pilot state. We also had 








recreation was just 


conservation areas designated. 
Really worked had on developing recreation in New Mexico. 
Land exchanges wer 

te our land base down there. 
wilderness was a very big issue when I was 


that was a very hot 
popular, 
also, 
almost, 








and passed in New Mexico at 


last minute b 
with this. S§S 
Mexico at tha 





ta 











cCime. 


Jim: 


trying to consolida 





coming into its own. 








We had national 








We had a 


topic as well. 





Why did the bill fail? 


lot 


of special events. 
So 
pretty 
And 
And we 








there. 


came very close to having a wilderness bill introduced 
the time but it fell 
ut there were a lot of negotiations 


through at the 
that went along 











te government and the environmentalists in New 





Denise: At the last minute, the delegation couldn't get. There 
were Republicans and Democrats on the delegation and at the last 
minute, they just all wouldn't sign off, though we had 
negotiated for months to get a certain. So, the Democratic 
leadership wanted more acres than was in the final draft bill. 
And that continues on to this day, that controversy. 



































Jim: Well, let's move on to California. 




















Denise: Okay. California was really exciting. All the states 
that I've worked in have been great. I've really enjoyed every 
place that I've worked. I can't say I enjoyed one more than any 
other. California is a great place to live. I did enjoy that 
part of California a lot. Sacramento, Ed Hastey is, of course, 
one of the legends in the Bureau. And I, you know, obviously 





had known Ed for a long time and been my mentor for a long time, 
previous to taking that job, so we got along really well. And I 
learned a lot from him while I was there. And I'd like to think 
he learned a little bit from me about the human side, human 
resources development side of things. And he said that he would 
introduce me as his kinder, gentler, approach to people 


























management in California. But, I think we accomplished a lot of 
really good things together while we were there. We dida lot 
of work with the environmental groups, a lot of the early 





planning work what's called biodiversity now. We did a lot of 
that early work. I think California was just tops in that area. 
Recreation, California was just outstanding in recreation. I 
think particularly when it comes to using outside funding 
sources. They had a lot of excellent relationships with state 
government. They had green sticker fund which had started 
before I got there but we used it well when I was there in which 
sale of equipment, sporting equipment, was translated back into 
dollars for the agency operations in recreation. So that was 
just a very positive aspect of the program. So, I really 
enjoyed California. We had minerals issues, geothermal was 
controversial, a hot issue there at the time. Some oil and gas. 
But I think our major emphasis was lands issues and recreation 
issues and wildlife and biodiversity. 












































Jim: Then you became State Director in Eastern States. Did the 
other states treat Eastern States Director as an equal or how 
does this work out? 
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problem with 
problem with 
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from Washington Office, 
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part of the operation. 
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is the mission of 
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We don't get wilderness legislation passed 
voting for it. 
the significance was of what goes on 
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I think Cy had an 





if you don't think 





as an example, 


that's not usually passed 
A lot impacts on BLM are driven by New Jersey 


and New York and Florida folks and the congressional people in 


those states. 


So, 


what I did in Eastern States was 


two-fold. 





One internally because of the way they had been treated in the 


past. 
got there. 


Director came with 
selection. 


critical 


They had very low morale, 
And Larry Hamilton, 
me at the exact same time. 

I picked Larry Hamilt 





notch in human resources development, 
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He had an office that was 


had. And in 


training center. 
And that's what they needed. 
45 percent vacancy rate when I arrived. 

Everybody was acting as managers had 
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team not there. 


had act 
I select 





training, 
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was top- 
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to work with 


Bureau 
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people. 
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Management 
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biggest problem was there had been no State Director there for a 
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great incentive to do 
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we came in, 
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attribute a lot to 








xcellent peopl 


There had been no Associate there in a year. 
to work every day. 
you know, 
that worked 
having no leadership in place and 
Washington Office as to whether leadership 
the people that work 
tates for keeping on when the top was very 

I mean it was wide open. 
tablished a new management team. 
from the West and East, all 
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I attribute that to 
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Picked some 














different places to come in because I think diversity is really 
the strength of the Eastern organization. 
everywhere and a lot of different perspect 





understand the Eastern constituency, 





You have people from 
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tives and people 
thing that you need to, 





as well as a mix of people understanding the Western part of 


BLM. So, 
vacancies, 
restructured that and real 
other hand, I worked reall 
developed a 


we mixed it up. 








of our top programs here in 
and recen 
they had this conference meet 
a big banner, Welcome BLM. 

West. So, we developed thes 
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ly hard wit 
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hadn't done that much with in the past. 
the East. 
tly someone showed me a picture, 
ting in West 
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‘til this day. And it works, 
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the West with horses backed up, 
trying to do something with the horses in 
we really worked hard on the Wild Horse and Burro Program. 
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tive manner like Kent 
tionship with 


them information about West 
the insight 
Wild Horse and Burro Program really picked up. 
that for the Burea 
in the East primarily, 
functioning efficiently, 
damage to the ecosystems, 
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outstanding, I feel 3 


care of that. 
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have a lot of excellent relationships 
with the states and it's moved to a new dimension now, 
technology-wise. And now we're put 
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tting them on CD-ROM disks 
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t in an envelope back to you. Now that 
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So Eastern States, it was 


t a very, it was a neat assignment. I thought it was like a 
t team approach of Larry and I going in there. But it was, I 
ts. Moving even simple things like moving 
to a new building. It was sitting in a condemned building. I 

k of attention for what was going on that 
the office space. The Washington Office or 
So, we moved to just an 
t's the really the nicest State Office in 








BLM right now in Springfield, Virginia. And, again, something 








like that improved customer service. 
people might like to come visit to get information. It's 
accessible as far as the lands records stuff. Finally, the 








first time in history, 











vault that's temperature controlled. 
have they had that kind of protection. And the morale of the 





office increased tremendously. 
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It's an office now that 


the lands records are safe. They're ina 


Never in the 200 years 








They weren't sitting with 
They had really nice office 


space and I think they responded accordingly. Yeah, I feel 
Bastern States came a long way. 
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We had a lot of flexibility to do what we wanted to, when we 
wanted to. The public wasn't that interested in the past. They 
weren't making too many demands. So, what you have now, 
however, is a demanding public. They want the same quality of 
service out of the government that they get out of private 
industry. They want it. They demand it but if they don't get 
it, then they don't need you. So, that's one issues. You have 
to efficient. Now you have blocks of money. You have 
Sideboards on your money. If one thing goes up, something else 
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things that we've always done. But I think and Mike has 
stressed this, it's the idea of the corporate, ideas, Mike's 
idea I think was an excellent idea. Mike Dombeck's concept is 
one you have to work as a team to get things done and because of 
the Board of Directors as Mike used to call it, that's fine. 

The semantics are not important. And that's what I try to get 
across to people. The semantics are not important. Whether he 
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calls it a Corporate Board or Corporate Team or whatever, it's 
the idea that's important. The idea is that the Washington 
Office leadership works as a team to make the tough decisions 
that have to be made. And the Executive Leadership Team as far 
as involves the State Directors works as a team to make the 
tough decisions that have to be made. The Field Committee which 
is the Associate States Directors get it done. A very good 
implementor, an excellent group. Getting a lot of new players 
in that. But they're making some really hard, tough choices. 
And so, we have to start thinking like business does. The 
circumstances have must us act like business. And we haven't 
had to do that before. And it's difficult for people to 
comprehend. But I think unless people make that mental change, 
they won't survive either cause this is the realities. It's not 
going to go backwards. It doesn't matter whether Republicans 
are in, or Democrats are in, you know, this is the tone that's 
been set by the public. This is what they want. They want 
quality. They want efficiency. They want less government. 
They want less interference as far as regulations and they want 
it all now. And that's a tough order to come up with but I 
don't think we have a choice. 

































































Jim: Okay. Talking about the some of the various issues that 
have been on your plate since you've been here. Mining reform, 
what went wrong? 





Denise: Mining reform, I think it just got swallowed up in 
everything that was going on. I think it was a matter of 
timing. There was just a new Congress and so much going on 
that, again, not everything got done. I think mining law was 
one of those that's getting the sponsorship, and everybody 
organized to get the hearings and everything. It just didn't 
happen. Just didn't happen. So, I think it was just a matter 
of timing, got swallowed up in other priorities. Mainly, 
grazing. 
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we have five themes that we're working on. Maintaining healthy 
ecosystems has to be the number one priority for Bureau in their 
mission. And BLM people have always, to me, been concerned 
about that and worked on it. And we will continue to be 
concerned about it and work on it. Some things, changes we're 
making in the organization supplement or assist us in getting 
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and Mike Dombeck says this all the 
to people about healthy ecosystems, 
more fish, people say oh, 
well that's okay. 


what 
it's just a 


I'm not 


Let me ask the question. You've been high in management through 
a number of Directors in the BLM. And I just wanted to sort of 
get your reactions of what you think about each one. Their 
strengths, weaknesses, whatever. Greg, I guess, would be the 
first one when you came to Washington as a wildlife habitat 
manager. 

Denise: Right. And I don't think I've had. Maybe I'm lucky. 


I don't have anything thing to say about any of them. 
Greg is very much an intellectual. 
back to being a professor. 
really enjoyed working under him. 
he wanted but he liked good people and afl 
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what 
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health problems when he was here. 
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think unfortunately, 
I think it 
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very good as far as setting a vision and 
to get it done. 
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work for BLM. 


work they did, how hard they worked and 
get things done without a lot of money. 


they did and who they were. 
heard him say it many times about the ou 
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to 

I saw a real change 
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in Burford from the time he arrived until the time he left. 





Jim: Okay. Cy Jamison. 


Denise: Cy. Cy, again, was very visionary. He was very much a 
leader more than a management mode. He had high energy. 
Definitely high energy. I really enjoyed working for Cy. He 
again tried to pick good people and let them do their job. It's 
the way he operated. And a lot of things that are happening 
now, really started under Cy which people maybe don't realize. 
But the greater emphasis on riparian habitat. He was very 
interested in that. Some of the more environmentally sound 
issues that we're working on really started under Cy. And he 
also started to change the culture. He started the 
reorganization of the Washington Office. He started that. 
Looking at the western organization and 2015, of course, some 
people if you remember was the program that he started which was 
really a forerunner of NPR, National Performance Review. What 
are we doing, how can we do it better, so I think Cy was really 
innovative in starting a lot of things that we're now 
capitalizing on. 






























































Jim: Okay, Jim Baca. 





Denise: Jim Baca again had a lot of vision. He knew where he 
wanted to go. He wanted change. I think, again, it's a matter 
of timing and circumstances where it didn't work out for him, 
unfortunately. But again, he was the most honest person I've 
ever met, most direct person. Integrity, he was just top notch 
as far as integrity. He had his commitments and he stuck to 
them, and I really admire him for doing that. A lot of the 
things, again, that we're doing now, he started. Things like 
the Summit, the idea of having all the BLM managers come 
together in one place at one time was his idea. And we were 
able, unfortunately, to pull that off after he left but that was 
just one example of an idea that he had that's come to fruition. 
And Mike Dombeck, our current Director here. Mike has been 
great. 
































Jim: Oh, wait a minute. 
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Denise: Are we still spinning. 

TAPE ENDED 

Jim: Okay, Mike Dombeck. 

Denise: Okay, Mike Dombeck, our current and hopefully future 
Director. Mike is great. He is a man of the people, so to 
speak. He is a fisheries biologist, worked in several agencies 
including Forest Servic He has that perspectiv He's 





energetic. He has a lot of stamina. I think he's really down 
to earth. People like him. He's an excellent communicator. 
really enjoys his job. He enjoys BLM. He's a lot of fun. I 
think we needed that. In times of stress, Mike is good. He's 
always very optimistic, very upbeat and I think that's been 
helpful. He really likes to get down with the people, so to 
speak and see what they're doing. Go out in the field, see 
what's going on. He likes to hear from peopl He likes 
feedback. And I think that's just outstanding. I think, you 
know, he's the right person at the right time. What we need to 





He 



































get done. 
to not like Mike, 
send him over to 
outside groups. 





And I th 








th 


ink he has a really good relation. 
so I think it goes over real 
e Hill to talk to Congress 
He's just a very personable 





ly well 
people, 
leader. 








It's hard 
when you 
to talk to 
And I 





think that's what BLM needs right now. 


Jim: Okay. Well, the closing questions coming up here. What 


future do you see for BLM? 


Denise: I think BLM is just in an outstanding position right 
now. I know it doesn't seem well, but everything is relative. 
Compared to the other bureaus who have a lot more single 
mission. Anytime you have single mission, a single focus, I 
think you're vulnerable today. BLM is like a mutual fund. It's 
got a diverse portfolio which is able to allow it to weather all 
these different storms. When development is hot, we have those 
kinds of resources. When environment is hot, we do that too. 
think we do something for everybody, and I think that's really 
served us well and will continue to service well. I think it 


K 
requires shifts, obviously. And that's what the organization 
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structures we're trying to come up with. Hopefully, it will be 
more flexible. They aren't the stove pipe set in concrete types 
of structures that we used to have. When you're talking about 


teams, teams can grow, shrink, move on, disappear, be organized 
in a short amount of time. And that I think will allow us to be 
a lot more flexible in meeting the changing priorities. I think 
we have what the public wants. The public is demanding. We 
have it. We have recreation, we have energy and minerals, we 
have livestock grazing for the more traditional publics. We 
have what the public wants and what they need in the future. 

So, I think it puts us in a really good position to be able to 
survive and even prosper in the future. 









































Jim: Last question. Kind of a two-parter. You can either do 
this looking at your career as a whole or perhaps just as your 
time here as Deputy. What do you think are, first we'll say, 
what are your, what do you think are the thr biggest 
disappointments or failures that you experienced? And then on 
the flip side what do you think have been the thr biggest 
successes that you've experienced in your career so far? 























Denise: Let's say, in my career. 


Jim: Or for the Bureau. 


Denise: Or for the Bureau. As far as failures and 
disappointments, I don't have any yet cause I don't think the 
story is over yet. I think I'd probably be able to say it 
better if I was retiring tomorrow. But I think, I don't know, 
the only disappointment I might have is I don't think BLM has 
done as much to increase diversity as they could have. We've 
come a long way, obviously, from where we used to be. But I 
think there's still some resistance internally in some areas to 
do that. And so that's a little bit of disappointment. I 
thought we should have come farther than we have on that score. 









































Jim: Well, as long as we're on that, that's one thing we sort 
of haven't really hit on. I mean, in your tenure as Deputy, 
that's been one of your big pushes and you want to expand on 
that any? 
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matter what administration is in. It doesn't matter what the 
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Jim: Well, I want to thank you for your time. 


Denise: Well, thanks, Jim. Good luck to you. 


